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One of the most interesting and vital questions connected 

with the entire matter of religious instruction has been recently 

opened by the report of the United States Commis- 
Shall Teaching , . „, . „ , , 

in the Sunday sloner or Education upon Sunday schools. If we 

School be understand it, the position taken in the report is 

"Authomta- ^at j-^g p U pii s j n the Sunday school should not be 

TIVE"? 

taught to investigate, but, with minds kept from all 
questions as to biblical difficulties and problems, be taught 
religion upon authority. Such a view as this, therefore, con- 
ceives of the relation of the teacher to the pupil as that of one 
who imparts truth to minds incapable of accepting truth on 
other grounds than that of the authority of the teacher or 
church. 

It is not difficult to appreciate the strength of such a position 
as this. Many of the pupils in our Sunday schools are but chil- 
dren, and to bring to them questions as to the 
Thejustifi- authorship of Isaiah, or of the authorship of the 

CATION OF . 1 1 tt 1 1 . . r . 

Authority epistle to the Hebrews, would be to confuse their 

minds without bringing them any information of 
special importance. Even in the case of older pupils it is still 
true that many of the problems connected with more technical 
biblical study are altogether unsuited for discussion in the ordi- 
nary Sunday-school classes. To bring to a young mind some 
of the problems with which the best scholars of the world are 
engaged would be to awaken doubt rather than interest, and, 
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while it is not altogether true that doubt is the worst curse that 
can befall man, it is none the less advisable as far as possible to 
save a mind from doubts which are not likely to be answered. 

It is also true that the Sunday school is not the place in 
which to instruct even adult classes in the detailed methods of 
criticism and exegesis, and, although there may be exceptional 
classes in Sunday school where such advanced methods are pos- 
sible, as a general rule it must be held that the instruction given 
in the Sunday school must be unprofessional. 

And yet, do these facts warrant the unmodified statement 
that the teacher is to base his teaching wholly upon authority ? 
If one approaches the question from the narrower 
What is use f ^ e worc j ) jt must be said that the percentage 

"Authority" ? °^ teachers wri ° are in any way qualified to express 
a decision upon these questions which it is not 
advisable to raise is small. Occasionally, it is true, the pastor 
of the church, or some instructor in a theological seminary or 
college, conducts a class for advanced investigation, but even in 
such cases it is not always true that the teacher has any such 
mastery of the details of the question as to warrant his speaking 
as an authority, whose words carry weight simply because it is 
he rather than any other person who utters them. 

But if the word be taken in its more popular acceptance, 
and the meaning be that one is to insist that a thing is true 
because it is taught by some person who is supposed to repre- 
sent the position of a church, then such a method of teaching 
seems to be even more questionable. What warrant has the 
teacher of the Sunday school for speaking as if he or she could 
infallibly express an opinion of even an infallible church ? Since 
the Reformation it has hardly been true that authority has been 
everywhere recognized as legitimate in religious teaching, and 
certainly among those bodies of Christians who are chiefly inter- 
ested in Sunday schools, to speak of authority on the basis of 
which a teacher may impart instruction, regardless of reasons, 
is an anachronism. Until the infallibility of the Sunday-school 
teacher is beyond dispute, we may well question whether, 
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instead of pronouncing one's self upon disputed matters as if one 
were infallible, it would not be better to avoid such discussions 
altogether, and limit religious instruction to that wide field in 
which appeal can be made, not merely to one's own opinion, 
but to the experience of others, and to those teachings of 
Jesus, and the other characters whose words have been pre- 
served in the Bible, which are beyond misunderstanding. Here 
appeal to authority is legitimate — but it is in the way of proof, 
not in the way of enforcing teachings ex cathedra. 

But, after so much concession has been made, the question 

remains : Is it the aim of the Sunday school only to impart 

authoritative religious instruction ? Does not the 
Should not ° 

the Sunday proper conception of its duties embrace, beside the 

School Edu- impartation of knowledge, the education of its 

cateaswell members? At the same time that the claim is 
as Instruct? , il ^ .. . , . 

made that religious teaching must be authoritative 

to the exclusion of discipline, the tendency of pedagogical 
science is toward the recognition of the child's individuality and 
of the rightfulness of his claim to be allowed to investigate and 
to ask questions. It is very true that there are some questions 
in religion which a child can ask which an older person cannot 
answer in a way to satisfy a philosopher, but it is one thing to 
give reasons which satisfy a philosopher and another to give 
reasons which satisfy a child. An intelligent boy or girl who, 
five days in the week, is being trained to ask questions and to 
rest unsatisfied until he has obtained their answer, will not be 
long in detecting the difference between the instruction which 
deals with nature and that which deals with religion, if the lat- 
ter be categorical merely. Why may not the pupil's mind be 
treated as if it were as rational in its search after God and truth 
as it is in its search after the explanation of other things ? 

And one may go farther. Even if it be granted that with 
the younger pupils a certain degree of ex cathedra teaching is 
advisable, must not some provision be made as rapidly as pos- 
sible for developing these pupils' power of independent faith as 
they grow mature ? If Paul hesitated to exercise lordship over 
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the faith of the Corinthians, a teacher of a Sunday-school class 
may well follow his example. Some time in the pupil's life he 
must be able to stand alone within the circle of Christian teach- 
ings. It is the duty of the Sunday school so to train his mind 
that such independence may be intelligent and acquired without 
the painful processes of reconstruction. 

This is not to say that the child may not occasionally be 

told frankly that, though there are reasons for certain teachings, 

they cannot be stated in a way that will satisfy 

Honesty Com- jjim. There are plenty of teachings where reasons 

PELS THE l j o 

Admission of intelligible to the child can be given. We do not 
Ignorance hesitate to tell a child that he is incapable of 
understanding certain things in mathematics and 
philosophy; why should we not be as frank in telling him 
that the same is true in the philosophy of religion, and in the 
explanation of God's dealings with men ? And further, if the 
teacher is incapable of satisfying his own judgment as regards 
the matter, why should he not frankly tell the pupil of his dif- 
ficulty, while at the same time calling attention to the fact that, 
notwithstanding his uncertainty as regards this specific matter, 
he believes in God and Christ on other good and appreciable 
grounds ? A child that is being properly trained in school early 
learns that uncertainty and ignorance as to explanations are in 
themselves no hindrance to accepting statements. He thinks 
none the less of his teacher, because he has been told that a 
question which he has raised is unanswerable. Will he think 
less of his religious teacher for the same honesty? 

Unless we mistake entirely, it is this assertive, authoritative 

teaching in the Sunday school on the part of men and women 

who, though ill-disciplined, are none the less sure 

The advantage q{ the truth whkh th do not un d e rtake to sub- 

of Teaching . J 

Investigation stantiate, that has turned so many of our Sunday- 
school pupils, as they mature, away from Chris- 
tianity as anything more than a mystical faith — a thing to be 
experienced, but not understood. If the minds of these persons 
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had been from the very beginning trained to grapple with 
problems fearlessly and earnestly, in just the proportion their 
maturity made them capable of so doing ; if they had been 
taught proper methods of study, looking toward the develop- 
ment of a power of independent judgment, it is hardly conceiv- 
able that they should have experienced such a reaction against 
Christianity as a rational thing. Once let the teacher in the 
Sunday school understand that his duty is not to enforce his own 
views authoritatively upon the pupil, but to enable that pupil to 
investigate and to recognize truth within limitations which its 
very nature has set upon complete understanding, the result will 
be that, while there may be fewer men and women who believe 
blindly the truths which as children they have received from 
someone else, there will be more who are believing intelligently 
and vitally the very heart of Christianity. 



